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Teacher perceptions of inhibitors of reflective thinking

in schools were studied within context of Project THISTLE:
Thinking S%ills in Teaching and Learning, a curriculum and
staff development program designed to improve the pre-college
preparation of urban students. Most important among the
perceived constraints on reflective thinking in schools were
student lack of prior experience, curricular pressures such
as the need to "cover content;" and lack of stress on
reflective tninking in statements of school philosophy, in
teacher education programs and in the cirriculum. .rban,

as compared with suburban teachers, reported less stress on
lreflective thinking in statements of school pnilosophy, less
teacher autonomy, and lower levels of basic skills among

students anu background knowledge of both teachers aad students.

PoEY




REFLECTIVE THINKING IN SCHOOLS:

A SURVEY OF TEACHER PERCEPTIONS

Wendy G. Oxman, Professor John Barell, Associate Professor

Montclair State College Montclair State College

Among the goals of American education that ﬁosu often appear on lists
of overall aims and objectives, written statements of school philosophies,
incroductions to curriculum guides and teacher education coursé outlines is
that of developing the ability of students to think reflactively--creagively,
logically and critically. It may be assumed, #herefore, that the importance"
of reflective thinking as an aim of education/is pért of the body of profes-
sional information known to teachers. Teachers know that reflective thinking
is an explicitly stated educatisnal goa'.. Behind classroom doors, however,
there appears to be relatively little reflective thinking in evidence (Good-
lad, 1983a,b). Why is there such a gap between stated aims and reality?

Why is the knowledge that teachers have of the axiomatic importance of re-

flective thinking not utilized in day-to-day classroom instruction?



For the past“:ﬁree years, Montclair State College faculty and Newark
teachers have been working.toward challenging students to engage in éreative,
logical and critical thinking in\high sci.ools that had been characterized by
an emphasis on minimum basic skills and rote learning of curriculum content.
This work has been undertaken as part of Project THISTLE: Thinking Skills in
Teaching and Learning, which was designed to improve the reflective thinking
capabilities of urban high school students by working with their teachers in
curriculum and staff development (see Appendix).

"Reflective thinking," for purposes of this study and as employed in
Project THISTLE, refers to menéal processes that go beyond memorization and
require intellectually active consideration of facts,‘concepts and ideas.
Reflective thinking includes logical reasoning, imagin;tive, creative mental
processes, and cfitical analysis and judgment. lThus, Arendt's (1977) nation
of imagination as fundamental to thinking (making present that which is ab-
sent) as well as Einstein's (1955) perception that for him a 'combinatory
play" with ideas preceded the more systematic aspects of critical thinking,
Dewey's_(l933) description of problem solviag and Black's (1946) description
of the processes of induction and, deduction serve well as outlines of reflec-
tive thinking processes.

Project THIST#E provided the context for the development of this study.
As teachers began implementing the techniques éeveloped through their exper-
ience in Project THISTLE, they found the change difficult and the resulting
studeﬁt resistance disturbing, despite the fact that it had been anticipated.
As part ;f a collaborative effort to understand some of the sources of that

resistance, this research 'study was designed to elicit, systematically,

teacher perceptions of factors inhibiting reflective thinking in schools.
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The importance of teacher perceptions has been emphasized recently in.a
series of studies on teacher planning and tgacher thinking reviewed by Clark
(1983). What teachers believe to be the important goals of the school and
the approved means of attaining these goals determine the curricular planning
and instructional decisions they make and, thefefore, the emphasis given to
various aspects of students' educational experiences. Teachers' perceptions
of the extent of their professional decision-making respchsibilities and the
perceived constraints on their decisions are an inte’ ral part of the teachers'
planning and use of available resources to foster particular educational
goéls, inclﬁding that of reflecﬁive thinking.

Teachers' perceptions of inhibitors of reflective thinking, of course,
do not necessarily coincide with the real boundaries of and constraints on
the exercisg of teachers' decision-making power to foster reflective think-
ing and, £ﬁ'fact, may not dqlso in many or most cases. However, tﬁese per-
ceptions are in many ways more important than the realities, since they
determine what actually occurs in the classroom behind those "closed doors."

Therefore, answers to the following questions were sought: (a) To what
factors do teachers attribute lack of feflective thinking in schools?  (b)
What inhibitors of reflective thinking are perceived as most impértant? (c)

What differences are there among various teacﬂer groups 1in percgptions of

inhibitors o7 reflective thinking?

Methodology

A total of 160 veteran teachers, enrolled in graduate classes in reQ
search and curriculum at Montclair State College, responded tc the reflective

thinking survey questionnaire. ReSpondénts were presented with a definition



of reflective thinking as combining imaginative and logical processes. ney
were asked, filrst, whether or not they agreed that reflective thiqking is
important and that there are many factors inhibiting this kind of thinking
in classrooms. Those who did not agree were to provide only background in-
formation; however, all.potential respondents agreed with the initial state-
meént and completed the survey instrument.

Respondents gave their ﬁerceptions in terms of the extent to which each
statement represented ah inhibitor of reflective thinking in schools, using
a four-point Likert-type scale. Teachers"ratingé of strongly agree, agree,
disagree or strong;y.disagfee were con&erted'to a 4-1 numericel scale. 1In
ad&ition, each respondent indicated those five statements which, in his/her
opinion, were considefed to be "most critical" as inhibitors of reflective
thinking, and provided some backgroend information to be used for subgroup
comparisons.

Means and standard deviations of, ahd intercorrelations among, the 69
reseonse ratings were obtained. .The ratings were subjected to factor analy-
sis (principal eomponents analysis, with varimax rotation) te determine the
dimensions of teachers' perceptions with»regard to inhibitors of reflective
thinking. Teechers' ragponses regarding those inhibitors deeﬁed "most criti-
cal" were also tabulated.

A preliminary analysis revealed thaF teachers respondeglsomewhat differ;
ently to the requésts to rate each item as an inhibitor oélreflective think-
ing‘and to indicate the five most critical inhibitors of reflecfive_thinking.
Therefore, two ﬁethods were used to determine the relative degree of impor-
tance of each item as a perceived indicator of reflective thinking. Firet,

the mean of the ratings assigned to each item was utilized as a relative
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measure of "salience' of that item--that is, the extent to which teachers
felt its influence in general. Second, the number of nominations pf each
item as one of the five "mosc critical" was used to indicate relative posi-
tion, in terms of the teachers' judgments, as "most critical" inhibitors of
reflective thinking. Those items with the highest mean ratings were judged
as most salient, and those with the largest number of nominations were
judged to be most critical. . ’
Statistical comparisons of all the item ratings were made to determine

differences in teacher perceptions according to eXperlence, age, degree

status, level of teaching, and type of community.

Results

- This®section presents.the results of the factor analysis of the teach-
ers' item responses, the two methods of determining the relative imeortance
of the items as ‘nhibitors of reflective thinking (wost salient and most

critical) and.the series of subgroup analyses.‘ )



Factor Analvsis

Teachers' ratings were subjected to a factor analysis (principal compo-

nents: with varimax rotation). A total of six.factOfs Emerged_ﬁrog this , »
analysis, with 90 percent of the items loading .40 or above on one factor.

of thé;e, only t&o items loaded .40 or more on two factors. The six factors
may be considered as répresentative of those dimenéions of the school environ-
ment to which, to some degree, teachers'attribuﬁe the absence of reflective
thihking in classfooms. These factors, in order of propo:tign of explained
variance, were labeled Teachen éeéponéibéﬂéty (e.g. '"'teachers lack specific
skillg in questioning f reflective thinking"; ""teachers do not perceivg o
refﬂgctive thinking to be part of their-role"); Student Expectations (e.g.
"students expect that every question has a 'right answer''; "students are
afraid of being mocked or teased'"); Student Readineéé'(e-g- "étudénts IACR
backgroupd knowledge;; "students ar= absent too often”);‘CuﬂALcu£um (e.g.
"eurriculum content is not cénducive to reflective thinking'; ''teachers feel.
a need to cover content"); Supervisor Responsibifity (e.g. "teaéhers fear
accountabtility"; "administrators and suﬁervisors féar 'rocking the bcat'');

and Téacher Tnsecunity (e.g. "students are impatlent with the difficulty of

- thiuking"; "teachers are uncomfortable with problems that have no obvious

solution™).

Only two items ioaded highly on more than cne factov:' "burriculum'
decesni't stress reflective :hinking" loaded highly on both Cwuiculum and
Teqchen Reéponéibilizy; ""teachers fear loss of control" loaded highly on
both Supervison and Teacher Insecurity. |

Table 1 presents the fesults of ﬁhe factor analysis of the teachers' -
rétings of each item as an inhibitor of réflective thinking. Eachtéf the
items with factor,loadings of .40 or more is preseﬁted.

—6-
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Teacher Attributions Regarding Inhibitors of Reflective‘Thinkingf

Table 1

Loadings Greater Than .40 on Varimax Rotated Factors

o s ’
Statement . \ Factor
Number Statement ﬂ Loading
Factor 1. Teacher Responsibllity
52 Teachers lack interest in reflective thinking. - .69
41 Teachers lack specific skills in questioning for reflec- .62
tive thinking,
39 Teachers do not perceive teaching reflective thinking to .60
be part of their role.
28 - Teachers do not encourage students to listen to each other .60
in discussions and respond directly.
68 Teachers do not understand the nature of reflective .59
thinking. -
63 Teachers usually use didactic (lecture) teaching strategies. .55
8 Teachers lack discussion skills (listening, ref&ecting,
probing, and redirecting). .54
42 Teacher tests do not stress critical thinking. - .54
4 Curriculum doesn't stress reflective thinking. .54
. - _ _ i
10 ° Teachers do not value "playing with ideas" in class .53
discussiops. {
26 Teachers lack imaginaticn, ) .53
43 Teachers are unwilling to alter plans during a Tesson .53
to stimulate. reflective thinking.
40 "Students are not used to sharing ideas in discussion. .52
65 Teachers provide insufficient time for thinking during .48
the lesson. {
34 Curriculum doesn't stress use of imagination. .48
49 ‘Community doesn't value reflective thinking. 841

-7= ' . S
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Table 1 (continued)

Statement “ ’ ' . Factor
Number _ Statement Loading

Factor 2. Student Exvectatious

li Students are afraid of beiﬁg mocked or teased by classmates. .66
37 . Students'expeﬁt that every problem has a known solution. ' .65
24 Students are afraid of beiﬁg incorrect. . - 62

5 ) Students expect that each question has a "right answer." - .58
14° " Students perceive the teacher as authority, | 40
55 Students expect to engage in activities and assignments .40

" calling for simple factual questions and answers.

Factor 3. Student Readiness

23 Students lack needed background knowledge. | .65
25 - Students are absent too often. J +65
66 Students are not "developmentally ready" fér reflective ;60
thinking.
44 Students iack<imagination. " ‘ .58
70 Students lack interest in reflective thinking activities, .55
15 Huﬁan beings, by nature, do not think reflectively. «53
13 Teachers do not have the opportunity to share ideas with : /423

colleagues during school day.

"Factor 4. Curriculum

69 .. Curriculum stresses acquisition of specific facts, ideas, .65
) and concepts. ' '
64 Curriculum doesn't stress problem solving stratugies and .61
activities.
\ -
62 * Reflective thinking activities are not Included in super- 56

visor's observational irating forms.
31 - Teacher preparatory programs do not stress teaching | .53
reflective thinking, : ' '

. ‘ o (continued)
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Table 1 (continued)lx

Statement ™~ Factor.
Number Statement Loading
Fartor 4, Curriculum (continued)
36 -Teachers are not treated as reflective thlni;ra or- .52
e problem solvers. .
N, ¢ Curriculum conte it is uot conducive to critical thinking. .51
6 Teachers fuel a need to "cover" content, .48
19 In-service programs do not stress teaching for reflective .48
thinking. .

61 Teachers are nor ircluded ia making decisions related to w47

longfrange planning of curriculum and ius#truction,

56 Administrarors value quiet und order. - . .46
¢ 4 Curriculum doesn't stress reflective thinking. <44
17 Reflective chinkiug has not béen'established and com- 4l

municated' as one of the school's geals.
1 Students.lack cxperience with reflective thinking in b1
school.

24‘ ~ School philosopny doesn't stress. reflectiva thinkrng. .40

Factor 5. Sup:rvisor Resgpnqibiiity

27 Supervisors lack flexibility. ' .69

20 Supervisors -lack imagination; .57ﬁ

59 &eachers fear parental disapproval. ‘ 57

12 Suparvisors préssure teache~s to "cover' contént: «56

16 Qurriculuﬁ is too.ﬂighly~structured." é§ = 35

18 Teachers fear.haccountuﬁility." . .53

. ’ y 4 [
32 Studeaté ave afraid of teacher "put dewn," . e | . $53. ¢
46 Teachers féar supervisor's disapproval. .51
4] o
3 Administrators and supervisors fear "rocking the boat" <48
(1. e. change). '
; (continued)
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Table 1 (continued)

Statement ‘ Factor
Number . Statenment Loading

Factor 5. Supervisor Responsibility (continued)

38 " Administrators and supervisars provide no support for .45
reflective thinking activities.

22 Teachers prefer to ask questions which nave "right' answers. W43
33 Teachers believe only certain students can think reflectively. 4l
48 Teachers fear loss of control. «40

Factor 6. Teacher Insecurity

58 Students are apathetic. .62

57 Teachers are uncomfortable with problems that have no «56
obvious soluction.

48 Teachers fear loss of control. .54
35 Teachers fear change. .48
51 Students are impatient with the difficulty of thinking. .47
21 Students perceive the textbook as authority. «43
I
cor ' (
¢ ¢ '
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Perceived Importance of Inhibitors of Reflective Thinking

In this section the most important inhibitors of reflective thinking,
according to teachers, are presented.

In Table‘2, items with mean ratings of importance (salience) of 3.0 or
more are presented, along with an indication of the factor with which they
are assoc-.ated. The most salient inhibitors of reflective thinking--that
is, those inhibitors which are felt most keenly by teachers--relate most
closely to the "curriculum" and to the expectations of students; all but two’
of the,i4 most salient inhibitors relate to these factors.

The mest salient inhibitors of reflective thinking were "students ex-
pect that each question has a 'right answer'," "administrators value quiet
and order,’ "students lack experience with reflective thinking in schools,”
"teachers feel a need to cover content," and "teacher preparatory programs

do not stress teaching reflective thinking."

=11~



Teacher Attributions as Most Salient Inhibitors of Reflective Thinking

Table 2

(N = 160)
Statement
Number Statement Factor Mean SD
5 Students expect that each question Student 3.34 .62
~ has a '"right answer." Expectations
56 Administrators value quiet and order. Curriculum 3.27 .73
1 Students lack experience with reflective Curriculum 3.25 .56
thinking in school.
6 Teachers feel a need to "cover' content. Curriculum 3.25 .63
31 Teacher preparatory programs do not Curriculum 3.21 .68
stress teaching reflective thinking.
69 Curriculum stresses acquisition of Curriculum 3.18 .60
specific facts, ideas, and concepts.
18 Teachers fear "accountability." R:gggﬁgzéiiity 3.16 .67
4 Curriculum doesn't stress reflective Curriculum/ 3.13 .69
thicking. Teacher
Responsibility
29 Students are afraid of being Student 3.13 .64
incorrect. Expectations
17 Reflective thinking has not been Curriculum 3.10 W71
established and communicated as one
of tha school's goals.
37 Students expect that every problem Student 3.10 .53
has a known solution. Expectations
55 Students expect to engage in activities Student 3.10 .60
and assignments calling for simple Expectations
factual questions and answers.
11 Students are afraid of being mocked or Student 3.05 W71
teased by classmates. Expectations
42 Teacher tests do not stress critical Teacher 3.05 .67
thinking. - Responsibility

12—



Table 3 presents those items most often reported as one of the five
"most critical" inhibitoirs of reflective thinking. "Students lack exper-
ience with reflective thinking in school," "teachers feel a need to cover
content,’ "curriculum doesn't stress reflective thinking," 'teacher pre-
paratory programs do not stress teaching reflective thinking," and 'reflec-
tive thinking has not been established and communicated as one of the

school's goals" were those items most often noted.

“13=

16



Table 3

Teacher Attributions as Most Critical Inhibitors of Reflective Thinking

(N = 160)
Statement No. of Selections
Number Statement Factor as Most Critical
1 Students lack experience with re- Curriculum 47
flective thinking in school.
6 Teachers feel a need to ''cover' Curriculum 35
content.
4 Curriculum doesn't stress reflec- Curriculum/ 35
tive thinking. Teacher
Responsibilicy
31 Teacher preparatory programs do Curriculum 33
not stress teaching reflective
thinking.
17 Reflective thinking has not been Curriculum 30
S established and communicated as
‘ one of the schcol's goals.
5 Students expect that each question Student 29
has a "right answer." Expectations
41 Teachers lack specific skills in Teacher 27
questioning for reflective thinking. Responsibility
3 Administrators and supervisors Supervisor 26
fear 'rocking the boat" (i.e. change). Responsibility
56 Administrators value quiet and order. Curriculum 25
69 Curriculum stresses acquisition of Curriculum 25
specific facts, ideas, and concepts.
8 Teachers lack discussion skills Teacher 25
(listening, reflecting, probing, Responsibility
and redirecting).
11 Students are afraid of being Student 23
mocked or teased by classmates. Expectations
" " Supervisor
18 Teachers fear ''accountability. Responsibility 22
51 Students are impatient with the ‘Teacher 21
difficulty of thinking. Ingecurity

-14—
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Subgroup Comparisons

The only significant differences among subgroups of teachers studied
were between teachers in schools they identified as ei:her "urban' or '"sub-

urban.' Urban teachers, as compared with suburban teachers, more often

agreed that the lack of reflective thinking in schools was due tc aspects
of Student Readiness and to Supervisor Responsibility. These results are

presented in Tabla 4,

Table 4

Comparisons of Urban vs. Suburban Teachers:
Teacher Perceptions of Inhibitors of Reflective Thinking

Statement ) : Urban Suburban
Number Statement Factor Mean SD N Mem SD N t

3 Administrators and supervisors fear Supervisor 3.20 .79 64 2.92 .85 96 .13+
"rocking the boat” (i.e. change). Rasponsibility

7 Students have poor skills in reading, Student 3.19 .70 64 2.65 .73 92 4,55%n%
writing, math. Readiness

12 Supervisors pressure teachers to Supervisor 3.16 .72 62 2.87 .71 95 2,44
"cover' content. v Responsibilicy

13 Teachers do not have the opportunity Student 2.88 .82 64 2.58 .30 96 2.07*
to share idew. with colleagues dur- Readiness

ing school Y.

14 Students perceive the teacher as ' Student 3.07 .54 62 2.85 .63 96 2.16%
authority. Expectations
23 Students lack needed background -Student 3.00 .70 62 .70 .75 92 2.53*
knowledge. Readiness
24 School philosophy doesn't stress Curriculum . 3,03 .68 61 2.8l .69 93 1.99*
reflective thinking. .
Student ’
25 Students are absent too ofcen. Readiness 2.76 .82 62 2,25 .77 94 3,83hnh
66  Classes are too largs. - potydenc 2,97 .78 63 2.72 .78 95 1.99%
6l Teachery are not included in making Curriculum 3.03 .90 62 2.71 .39 94 2,324
decisions related to long-range plan-
ning of curriculum and instruction.
67  Teachars lack background knowledge Teacher © 2,32 .66 63 2.2 .57 94 2.99 A
* in subjeci mattar. Insecurity
*p & .03 *op 4 .01 *akop £ .00l
-15-
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Few of the items which revealed differences between urban aid suburban
teachers were those determined to be, overall, the most salient and/or most
critical inhibitors of reflective thinking. In general, however, teachers
were more likely to perceive a more hierarchical structure for decision-
making within urban schools. Urban teachers perceived significantly less
sharing among teachers and less teacher involvement in the schools' decision-
making processes, more p;essure to cover content by supervisors afraid to
“"rock the boat," and léss stress on reflective thinking in the schools' phil-
osophy than did suburban teachers. Also significantly more important as in-
‘hibitors of reflective thinking in schools to the urban teachers as compared
with their colleagues in the suburbs were large classes, frequent student
absence, student perceptions of teachers as authority, and lack of basic

skills of students and background knowledge of both students and teachers.

Summary and Discussion

In summary, the data indicate that teachers mainly attribute to the
curriculum (inﬁltding the ethos and expectatidns of the school) and ﬁo its
stﬁdenté the lack of reflective thinking in school.

Teachers believe that administrators value quiet and order (item 56)
over reflective thinking, since ‘the latter has not typically beeﬁ established

and communicated as a school goal (17). Fearing accountability themselves

19



as teachers (18) ard believing that administrators and supervisors, too,

fear '"rocking the boat'" (3), théy respond to perceived supervisory pressure

to cover content (6) and note that the curriculum, after all, doesn't stress
reflective thinking (4). Teachers also feel unprepared for teaching‘reflec-
tive thinking, as it has not been emphasized in teacher preparatory programs
(31) and they lack specific skills in questioning for reflective thinking

(41), including the discussion skills of probing and redirecting questions (8).

Ieachers, then, tend to stréss those aspects of curriculum which deal
with the acquisition of épecific facts (69), and students expect to engage
in activities, assignments ahd testsg callihg”for simple factual questions
and answers (55, 42), Thds, students typically lack "prior" experience with
reflective thinking in school (1). Expecting‘each question to have one "right
answ?r" (5) and every problem a known solution (37), the§ resist reflective
thinking, expre;sing impatience with its difficulty (51) and hesita;ing to
participate for féar of being incorrect (29) or bf being mocked or teased by
classmates (ll).

In urban as compared with suburban schools, teachers felt significantly
,leSS.stress on reflective thigking in the schools' philosophy and a moré
hierarchical deciéion-making structure, as well as lower levels of basic
skills among students and background knowledge of both teachers and students.

There 1is a criticai discrepancy between the br~ad stated goals of eru-
cation and the processes used in its name, which are limited to a small
range of objectiveé and techniques. The results of this study ronfirm the
"irony" noted by Goodlad (1963a,b) that "every statement of goals for school-
ing «.. 1is broad and comprehensive in its implications for classroom prac-

tice. Yet pedagogy and curricula are geared, it appears, to only a small

-17=
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fraction of these goals'" (Goodlad, 1983b, p. 470).

If reflective thinking is known to be important as an.educational goal
of our society, why do teachers report that it hasn't been established and
communicated as a school gdal? Why isn't reflective thinking stressed in
the curriculum? in teacher preparation programs? It mayayell be that the

Ve
most clearly apparent values of the school itself are indeed those of main-

-

taining quiet and order and of the "illusion'" of education in covering con-

y

tent and eliciting "right answers" from students. Teachers aré bombarded
with so many sets of contradictory expectations that it is no wcndef they,
respond to the.most immediate and persistent "messages'’ ‘received from. super-
visors, colleagdés and the sEudenEs themselves, and not to those they "know"
to be important goals of American education (Barell, 1983).

| The tendeﬁcy to delimit one's professional attention to a émall range
of objectives and processes is not limited to teécﬁers, For instance, cur-
rent, well—designed and highly regarded reséarch on schoﬁl effecﬁiveness is
typically delimited to a consideration of basic gkills instruction and out-
comes. While valuable in their application to correéting the most'obvious
defects in chaotic, mismanaged schools and classrooms, the principles de~
\Eived ffom research on school effectiveness, applied to education in general,
may have reinforced the aﬁplication of conventiona} approaches to schooling.
The criteria of minimum basic skills outcomes and task-boundedness in the

)

context of basic skills instruction, navtowly defined, may, in many

settings, contradict the intentions and processes of developing reflective

thinking (Oxman, 1981),
' ’, o

However, school effectiveness research, in its emphésis on the impor-

tance of the leadership of the principal within the school, doas rightly

- Lo -2




lay upon the shoulders of this person the immediate responsibility for clar-
ifying the goals of education and specifying practices consistent with these
goals. It 1s most important that the school principal--and in large, com-

plex schools and systems, the grade leaders, departmwent chairmen, curriculum
coordinators and other supervisors--take the initiative in expanding the

- processes of education to meet its most important goals. Critical‘dialogue.
at the district, regional, state and national levels must focus, too, on the
implications of embedded values and practices such as covering content and
apprehensiveness over '"rocking the boat."

American schools have not changed much since William Torrey Harris,
superintendent of schools in St. Louis in 18?4, identified these as primary
goals of education: "punct tuality, regularity, attention and silence"'(Tyack
1974). '"Toeing the line" was and is the dominant practice in classrooms
rather than activities which provide for pondering on the universe of alter-
natives and using a rich variety of'approaches in the service of the most
important educational goal of developing reflective thinking. '

in some communities, the teaching of reflective thinking represents a
controversial, radical threat. Scudents'iinexpe:ience with reflective think-
ing in school ray actually be evidence of conscious or unconscious attempts
by teachers, reflecting social pressures, to control'the content of student
thinking in order to perpetuate certain ideologies and power relationships
(Anyon, 1981). 'Attempts to engagevstudents in reflective thinking'about
alternative perspectives'on Jdeas--e.g. outcomes to events, ways of per-
ceiving and interpreting data--are avoided. Most immediately,‘teauhers may
believe that develooing skilis in reflective thinking might lead to students'

questioning of authority; they fear, too, that they might lose their johs
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if a new generation of "hippie freethinkers' are nourished in the schools.
Also, many teachers seem to interpret the "back to basics'" movement as
renresenting repressive forces against thinking in the schools.

It may be, also, that what we are nitnessing i3 not so much a conscious
attempt to reproduce, through theischools, socletal values and means of pro-
duction, as a generalized tendency in aduits ta control youth-—-in orcer to
maintain power and discipline, rather than to liberate YOuth from the con-
straints of authoritarian, concrete thinking. In addition, adult expecta-
tions may be as muchra matter of underestimating children's abilities as
attempting to oreserve our own adult status roles and desiring to control

. events (Barell, 1986).

These data may also support Hofstadter's (1962) chronicle of a major
anti-intellectual emphasis-in an American society that is consumen with the
advancement of technological "know-how." '

The development of technological skill seems to call for training
rather than education--thinking only to"retrieve'information already‘kncwn,
not thinking to create knowleAge not yet conceived . However, scientists
know that scientific 1nquiry is a creative enterprise, using language and
other symbolic processes that are imaginative»and metaphoric at times,
logical and critical at others, with the world of the unknown as~itS*con~"”“'”“”““““‘
tent. Teachers and stucients need to learn this.

The emphasis on technbiogical skill is also reflected in an overreliance
on instructional materials in classrooms. It seems to be‘widely assumed that
the technology presumably emplo?ed in the development of these materials re-
sulted in products that are better than the judgment of- the teacher and are

«

often "applied" as if they held absolute truth and inherent instructional
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powerTas well. For many Eéachers, thesé‘materialé represent both curriculnm

. and instructional technique. The fanfare associated with the widescale in-
troduntion of computer technnlogy in the schools neflents the belieé thati
these technological products will "do the job'"--that of %eaching studénts
school subjects--even better. Clearly, all teachers need to be involved in
a reflective prccess of curriculum developnent, including the evaluation and
selection of curriculum materials, sn that they understand the usesband lim-
itations of snch materinls and the need to set }hem'within the contekt of
educaiionaﬂ-goals, content;‘strategies, learning environments and evaluative
processes. Without conscious attention to these elements, we cannot foster
the development of reflect;ve thinking over long periods of time.

There is a-need to consider the influence of colleges and univeréities
on reflective thinking--and the lack of it--in the schoois (Oxman & Barell,
1982). The pérception of teachers that their preparntion'programs do not
stress reflective thinking is a serious matter, for college facnlty should
be less inhibited than their colleagues in schools by exnernal politica;‘
préssureS, real or perceiQed. The content and methodology of teacher edu-
cationnprograms--their goals, assumptions and practices--must be. reviewed
and reflective thinking emphasized throughout. The processes of tean;;ng "
on. the.college-level, -in-general, must also be reviéwed and improyed--in
part, in order nn;inSpire in students as future parents and teachers a deeper
understanding of what-education can and éhould be.

The cdrrent interggt on cqllege campusés.(or at least in some state de-
partments of higher education) in improving precollege preparation in the
public eleﬁentary’and hignh schools hoids some p:nmise for'addressing the
criticni need suggested.by this reseanch and cthers.

9
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Programs'which involve college-school cooperative ventures, with a fo-
[

"cus on reflective thinking, mey be of great value. Pfojeét THISTLE: Thinking

v
~

Skills in Téaching and;Leafning, threcugh which this'rpsearch originated, -

- he -

holds some promise‘of serving as an inter-institutional model for the devel-

'

opment of a new emphasis on reflective thinking in schools (Oxman & Michelli,
1981,  1982; Barell, Oxman & Michelli, 1982).
. _ — : . '
Within Project THISTLE, furfher research has begun to ascertain percep-
tions regarding inhibitors of reflective thinking on the part oﬁhdepartdent
o chairé, district super{igdts, supqxinteﬁden;s, principals, sﬁuden;qundzgax_

L

ents. Critical dialogue will then be initiated to share these perceptions -

- o

and their underlying cohceptions and misconceptions of pefsonneL roles, cur-
riculum, sfuden;s‘ develo;mental abilities,. the nature of réflective thinking
and the instructional process. This search.for meaning through the shared
interpretation 6f relevant language’(habermas, 1971), definitions,'self

_ interesF and sécietal influencés will, it is exbected, he;p to free the .
participants from the cénstréiﬁts imposed by the unexamined embédded values
governing so much of school life.

&

Suggestions for Further Research

Goodlad's finding that student.. "scarcely ever speculated on meanings,
~ discussed alternative interpretations, or engaged in projects calling for

collaborative effort" (Goodlad, 1983, p. 468) reprecents evidenct that the

Ay

lack of reflective thinking is not only in tcachers' minds. This current,
modest, descriptive researchistudy of teachers' perceptions of inhibitors

of;reflectivelthinkiné is. a small effort toward determining the antecedents

of this situation. This study should alsé be seen as a small part of a '

¢
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larger research effort (see Oxman & Barell, 1982) to raise such research

~

questions as:

S

I. What aspects of.schooling ac: as facilitators of reflective think-

iﬁg in schools? in colleges?

2. What are the characteristics of schools and classrooms that are

) L‘

successful ys, unsuccessful in,fostering refféctive.thinkiné?“

3.7 Qhaé are the éﬁperiencés and perceptions of graduates of schdo%s
that differ on this cﬁaracteristib?

4, What'age schools and classrooms like &hen engaged in a change pro--

cess with fegafd to reflective thinking? What are the inhibitors and facil-

itators of such change? _How do teacher and student roles change while

~
» 2

3

attempting tg fos;er reflective thinkiné? What ofgaﬁiZational processes‘aﬁd
. eleme&ts_faciIitate and/or impede these roie‘changeg?
5. To what extent do teachers' perceptions—-both, accurate and inaccur-
ate-—of the yays and meahs by which school‘aéhievement-will be measured

influence their.pianning and teaching? S

<

6. To what extent is refle¢tive thinking actually measured by stan-

dardized measures of achievement? typical teacherfma&e tests? To'what_
- extent do actual testing practidgs influence the quantity and quality of

t

)

reflectlive thinking in schools?

7. How can claésgoomJinteractions, assignments and activitieé be de~
signed to-help students think refléctively? ‘ . )

“ ¢ ' 8. How are these "embedded values'" which inhibit reflective thinking

transmitted to teaehers?"Wha;’facilitates/constrains our freedom from these

P

- ]

'~"embédded values" forganizationélly, personally, socially)? . ’

et




It

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Anyon, J. Social class and school knowledge. Cutriculum Ingquiry, 1981,
11 (1), 3-42,
~ Apple, M. The hid&én curriculdh and the nature of conflict. Tntenéhange,

. B N A
1971, 2 (4). ' : ‘

Arendé, H. Reflections ‘ &hinking, part II. The New Vonéga, 1977, 28, 12@:

- Bafeli, J. PZaygnouud; 04 our mindé; New York: Teachers College Press,
1980, ' . .

Barell, J. Reflections on critical thinking in secondary schools. Educa-

tional Leadenship, 1982 40 (6), 45-49. " o

# Barell, J., Oxman, W. & Michelli, N. M. The effects of Project THISTLE:
Thinking SkiLls 4in Teaching and Learning on students’ nreadir compnre-
hension. Paper presented at the annual conference of the -heastern

Educational Research Association, Ellenville, New York, Octcber, 1982.

Black, M. Cnitical thinking. Enéledood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1946,

Clark, C. Research on teacher planning. Pdper presented ;t the annual meet-
ing of the AACTE, DeiEEQ\ Michigan, February, 1983,

Dewey, J. How'we,thinh. Zf’exington,‘MA: D. C. Heath, 1933.

Einstein, A. Quoted in B. Ghipeliﬁ, The creative process, - New York: New
American Library, 1953.

Goodlad, J. I. A place l d 4choof. New York: McGraw Hill, 1983(a).

Goodlad, J. I. A study of schwoling: agmevfindings and hypéthesea. Phi
Delta Kappan, 1983(b), 64 (7), 465470, |

Habermas, J. Knowledge and human internests. Boston: Beacon Pgeséz 1971,

3

27



-

Hofstadter:_ R. Anti-intellectualism in American U..éz. New York: Alfred
Knopf, 1962,

Oxman, W. G. Thinking, basic AMUA and £2anning. Upper Montclair, NJ:
Montclair Staté College, May, 1981. ¢

Oxman, W. & Barell, J. (Eds.). Liberal‘éducat‘ion in a back-to-basics world.
Montefain Education Review, 1981-82] vol. 1-3.

Oxman, W. G. & Michelli, N. M. Combining cwwvricufum and staf§ development
in Profect THISTLE: A stony of Auccuéguje college/urban secondarny school
c\a’bfi(m‘a,téon. . Paper presentecf':.a;t the annual meeting of the American Edu-
cational Research Association, JLos Angeles, California, Aprili, 1981.

Oxman, W. & Michelli, N. M. EstabLishing a cooperative colfige-urban
secondany school program: Combining cwvniculum and stafd development
An Project THISTLE. Upper Montclair, N3: Montclair State College,

November, 1982.

Tyack, D. The one bedt system. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Unjversity Press,
1974.



APPENDIX

Project THISTLE: Thinking Skills in Teaching and Learning

Project THISTLE: Thinking Skills in Teaching and Learning . - designed
to improve the basiec skills of urban college bound high school students by
working with their teachers in an integrated process of curriculum and staff
development. The major emphasis of Project THISTLE is on the preparation of
classroom teachers to strengthen creative and critical thinking abilities of
their students, helpihg them to develop the interest, willingness and ability
to engage in intellectually active, constructive and reflective encounters
with 1deas within the content areas.

Project THISTLE cuts across disciplines to focus on thinking as an essen-
tial, integral part of both subject area learning and basic skills develop-
ment, Underlying Project THISTLE is the belief that thinking skills are
critical in the basic skills of reading comprehension, analytic writing and
mathematical reasoning. Thus, it was anticipated that improvement in think-
ing skills would be reflected in improvement in performance on traditional
standardized tests of baslc skills.

As an integrated curriculum and staff development program, Project
THISTLE was planned to help high school clussroom teachers in the various
disciplines to develop curriculum~-not new content outlines nor new lists
of discrete suggestions, but more complete, more thoughtful, more consistent
versions of their own curricular plans with particular attencion to the de-
velopment of students' thinking skills.

The basic structure of Project THISTLE involves the participatihg

teachers in three 'phasas" ¢f staff/curriculum development. The three
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overlapping but sequential phases are: (a) graduate course work in curric-
ulum development and basic skills instruction, (b) classroom implementation
of refined curriculum plans, with college faculty and supervisory support,
and (c) ext:nsions depending upon individual personal and professional needs,
strengths ond preferences. Further information i{s available from the Project

Office at Montclair State College, Upper Montclair, New Jersey 07043.
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